ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
he value of including guest speakers as part of business classes has been well documented in the educational literature. These benefits include providing students with insights into issues involving the real-world business environment, the experiences of business practitioners (Faulds & Mangold, 2014) , the ways that textbook theory can apply to real-life aspects of business (Frontczak, 1998) , and the enhancement of the experiential-learning character of the classroom (Zorek, Katz, & Popovich, 2011) .
Although the benefits of including this type of activity in classroom instruction have been acknowledged by the academic community, challenges inherent in identifying, coordinating, and scheduling speakers may discourage professors from utilizing this important resource. For example, the availability of qualified speakers for specific topics may be problematic, particularly for those teaching in universities located in smaller towns and cities or in rural or remote locations. Assuming appropriate local speakers can be identified, the task of coordinating travel and parking arrangements can also present logistical issues. Finally, integrating the speakers' schedules with the timing of relevant course topics often presents additional difficulties.
The primary objective of this paper is to describe the results of a three-year teaching and research effort that focused on using Skype as a platform to deliver remote presentations made by nationally recognized authors to an MBA-level Social Media and Marketing course. The attitudes and opinions of both the authors and students were collected through surveys and were analyzed to determine the usefulness of Skype as a method for communicating with graduate-level students. A second objective of the paper is to document how the presentations made by the authors contributed to accomplishing certain course objectives.
The results of this project suggest that many of the problems associated with incorporating guest speakers in business classes can be mitigated by using technology such as Skype. The goals established by the College of Business for the MBA program, the learning objectives, and the instructional activities for the course are presented in Appendix 1. As shown in the appendix, the Authors Forum presentations contributed to the achievement of multiple learning objectives that in turn were linked to various program goals (Burgess, 2012) . The outcomes associated with the activities related to the presentations were evaluated using the rubrics presented in Appendix 2.
SKYPE
Skype is a free web-conferencing service provided by Microsoft that allows users to engage in a fully synchronous format from remote locations. The live interactive features of Skype allow an author to share PowerPoint slides, videos, and other visual materials with the class while the author and students simultaneously maintain "face-to-face" contact and audio communications. This form of web-conferencing software can greatly enhance the learning environment and contribute to the overall effectiveness in both traditional classroom-based instruction and more nontraditional methods of instruction such as remote learning (Botterill, 2011; Electronic Education Report, 2009; Ellis, 2009; McCrea, 2012; Terry, 2014) .
The terraced classroom where the course met was equipped with an overhead projector, a remote-controlled screen, a computer with Internet connection, a web camera, microphones readily accessible to all students, and audio output devices. This setting provided an environment that optimized the full capabilities of Skype as a webconferencing platform. Skype can be successfully used across all computer and media platforms and requires very little technical expertise. For a more detailed description of Skype and for instructions on downloading the application, go to http://www.skype.com.
In a recent review of the benefits and challenges of using web-conferencing technologies such as Skype, Ellingson and Notbohm (2012) suggest that the benefits of using these technologies include "increased [student] motivation, preparation and participation; collaboration and community-building; use of technology; and convenience" (p. 559). The authors attributed these benefits in large part to the live interactive features of Skype, which afford synchronous communications among participants. Synchronous web-conferencing technologies like Skype have been found to "be more suitable for developing rapport amongst students and building a community of learners" (Parker, Boase-Jelinek, & Herrington, 2011, p . 1) than asynchronous technologies. Hall and Herrington (2010) and others (Polhemus, Shih, Swan & Richardson, 2000; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 2001) have attributed the success of these technologies to their ability to develop a spirit of "social presence" among users, which allows participants to "comfortably and effectively communicate through the technical medium" (p. 1012). This sense of social presence in turn fosters increased dialogue, more communications, and a greater degree of commitment, engagement, and collaboration among group participants (Gunawardena, Wilson, & Lopez, 2001; Richardson & Swan, 2003) . Synchronous web-conferencing technologies like Skype allow students to take control and responsibility for their learning and provide an environment that encourages higher-order thinking (Garrison, 1997) .
The unique features of Skype were also found to greatly contribute to the success of an e-learning program that focused on teaching communications skills between U.S. and Taiwanese students (Mitchell, Chen, & Medlin, 2010) . In this cross-cultural program the authors found that the synchronous communication abilities offered by Skype enhanced various pedagogical outcomes established for the students, including problem-solving techniques, a better understanding of global issues and terminology, enhanced communication skills, an appreciation for diversity, self-assurance, and intercultural empathy and diplomacy. In another global study involving three universities, two based in the United States and one in India, Davis, Germonprez, Petter, Drum, and Kolstad (2009) reported that "the value of requiring the use of Skype was dramatic for some [student] teams" (p. 362) in successfully completing assigned tasks in a technology management course. Davis et al. concluded that the "lessons learned by both students and instructors [in this study] clearly showed the value of direct, personal communications" (p. 367) provided by Skype in managing and successfully completing technology development projects.
Synchronous teaching tools have been shown to improve outcomes across a variety of educational environments. However, Skype as a VoIP has yet to receive sufficient attention in the business education arena given its potential effectiveness in enhancing instructional outcomes. As Skype's use in higher education grows and its potential applications become more apparent (Ferenstein, 2010; McEleny, 2011; Educause, 2007) , future research should focus on gauging Skype's effectiveness and value in higher education.
PLANNING THE AUTHORS FORUM PRESENTATIONS
As Faulds and Mangold (2014) note, readings from the popular business press offer "students more up-todate information, flexibility, affordability, and relevance" (p. 137) than do traditional academic textbooks. Following their recommendations, the most recent books from the popular business press were reviewed for the Social Media and Marketing course. Five books per semester were chosen for their breadth and depth in covering critical issues related to social media marketing. All of the books selected were recognized as the leading titles in this area, 2 and their authors were invited to speak to the class via Skype. Table 1 provides the names of the various authors who participated over the three semesters when the course was offered, along with the book titles, author location, and presentation date.
Contacting the Authors
Before contacting the authors, information on each individual was gathered via an Internet search that included Facebook, LinkedIn, and other social media resources. The authors were first approached by e-mail informing them that their book had been selected as required reading in the course and inviting them to address the class via a Skype presentation. The e-mail also included a short description of the course, the number of students enrolled, and the students' respective employers. A request for telephone contact information and their preferences for the timing of an initial telephone conversation with the professor were also included.
After the professor received the above information, the authors were contacted by telephone and provided with more detailed information on the course and the nature of the presentation ). Each author was given complete latitude in shaping the content and scope of the presentation and was encouraged to include a short Finally, in a follow-up e-mail correspondence, each author was queried concerning preferences for a presentation date. Once the final schedule was confirmed, the author was requested to provide a general description of the content of the presentation and information on whether it would include PowerPoint slides, video material, or other visual enhancements, along with information on the author's familiarity and experiences with Skype. Permission was obtained from each author to post contact information (an e-mail address, telephone number, and mailing address) on the class Blackboard page.
Pilot Testing the Presentation
Several days before each scheduled presentation, a pilot test was conducted with the author, professor, and an information technology specialist from the host university, using the classroom where the course was scheduled to meet. The IT specialist was present to answer any questions from the author or resolve any technology-related issues. On the date of the presentation, a brief pilot session was held prior to the beginning of the class. Finally, the IT specialist was present during the presentation to resolve any unforeseen problems.
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Presentations
The five presentations made per semester averaged 60 minutes in length including a spirited question-andanswer session. In all cases the authors discussed material not covered in their book. Each author offered a short discussion of the information the professor had requested, which included a summary of the popular social media platforms and their applications in marketing as well as an overview of interesting emerging platforms and their uses in marketing. The authors also discussed their opinions and thoughts on the future directions for the social media phenomenon.
The presentation topics included the uses of social media in service recovery, the importance of consumer ratings and reviews, and the impact of mobile shopping on consumer behavior and its effect on retailing, to name a few.
METHOD
To address the primary objective of the research, two survey instruments were developed. The first focused on collecting information from the students in each class and consisted of both open-ended questions and 18 statements with responses based on a Likert scale, with 1 being Strongly Disagree and 5 representing Strongly Agree. The statements were intended to measure the students' perceptions of the effectiveness of Skype as a delivery platform for the presentations, their perceived benefits from incorporating the Authors Forum presentations into the course via Skype, and the extent to which these presentations contributed to accomplishing specific course objectives. The statements included a mixture of items adopted from previous research (Bobbitt, Inks, Kemp, & Mayo, 2000; Elam & Spotts, 2004; Li, Greenburg & Nicholls, 2007; Kaplan, Piskin, & Bol, 2010; Zorek, Katz, & Popovich, 2011) and other items designed exclusively for this study. The final survey question measured students' overall enthusiasm for the course using the Net Promoter Score developed by Reichheld (2003) .
The reliability analysis for the items included in the questionnaire generated a Cronback Alpha score of .93 for the 2012 course offering, and .91 and .92 for the 2013 and 2014 offerings, respectively. The internal consistency of the items exceeds the minimum level for internal reliability of .70 as specified by Nunnally (1978) .
The second questionnaire focused on the authors' opinions and observations on the use of Skype to deliver their presentations. Information concerning their previous speaking experiences with college audiences and their likelihood of accepting future speaking engagements that utilize Skype was also collected.
After careful pretesting, both questionnaires were submitted to the university's Human Subjects Committee for approval. After receiving approval, the student questionnaire was circulated on the last day of class, and students were allotted ten minutes of time to complete and return it. The student response rate was 100 percent for the first two course offerings and 95 percent (19 out of 20 students) for the spring semester 2014. The author survey was sent to each individual via e-mail following the first presentation. Seven of the nine authors participating in the Authors Forum presentations completed and returned the questionnaire. Table 2 contains the student responses to the quantitative questions on the survey, and their comments to the two qualitative questions (Q7 and Q8) are presented in Table 3 . Taken together, the information contained in these two tables indicates that (1) students perceived Skype as an effective platform for delivering remote presentations, (2) the Authors Forum series, delivered via Skype, enhanced students' overall learning experience and enjoyment of the class, and (3) the presentations helped accomplish certain course objectives. Table 2 compares the mean score of each statement to the neutral midpoint (i.e., 3). Any significant difference from the midpoint implies an inclination to a non-neutral position. The results of the t-tests show that the means of the items are significantly greater than the midpoint at α = 0.05. The students indicated that Skype and the presentations made via this platform enhanced the overall quality of the learning experience (Q9 and Q14), were
RESULTS
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The Clute Institute more informative and enjoyable than a class lecture (Q15 and Q16), and contributed to their overall satisfaction with the class (Q20 and Q23). The Net Promoter Score suggests a high degree of satisfaction with the course in general.
The Authors Forum presentations were also instrumental in accomplishing two specific course objectives. In Q12, the students indicated that the presentations enhanced their understanding of the uses of social media in marketing, which was a direct objective for the course. The responses to Q10 and Q11 indicate that the presentations piqued the students' interest in social media and would lead them to read more on the subject. Another course objective, to improve the students' oral and written communication skills, was achieved, as shown by the responses to Q24 and Q25. Finally, the students felt that the Skype presentations contributed to accomplishing the overall learning objectives established for the course (Q21).
One surprising result emerging from the data in Table 2 is that three Professional MBA class cohorts, consisting of a total of 90 students, not a single previous class had used Skype as a vehicle for incorporating guest speakers (see Q5). However, as indicated in Q13, students would encourage the use of Skype or a similar technology as a means of incorporating speakers in other courses. Finally, the pattern of responses to the statements across the three-semester timeframe reveals a general upward and favorable trend in the preferences for the Skype-delivered Authors Forum presentations.
The qualitative information in Table 3 also strongly supports the usefulness of Skype as a delivery platform to incorporate guest speakers in business classes. Table 3 contains generalized summaries based on the statements students made concerning their likes and dislikes regarding the Authors Forum series. Specific comments, which are presented in quotation marks, refer to specific student statements concerning their perceptions of the usefulness of Skype as a delivery platform. The distillation of this information can be generalized in three points. First, the students enjoyed meeting and engaging with nationally acclaimed authors. Second, the discussions greatly enhanced the learning environment. Finally, Skype was found to be an appropriate technology for delivering remote presentations.
In addition to soliciting the students' responses to the Authors Forum series, the nine participating authors were surveyed to ascertain their opinions and thoughts on Skype as a delivery platform and the likelihood of their participation in future university classes that utilize Skype. As can be seen in Table 4 , five of the seven authors who responded to the survey had not previously used Skype for presentations to university classes (see Q3). Overall, the authors enjoyed speaking to college and university classes (Q6) and indicated a high likelihood of accepting future invitations to speak to university audiences via Skype (Q7). The authors also found Skype to be a convenient and relatively easy method to engage with students (Q4). Spring Semester 2013:  The opportunity to meet and discuss social media and marketing with several of the leading experts in the nation was very beneficial and enhanced the overall learning environment. (15)  "The authors were able to talk to us even though they were not physically present. It was a good use of technology and valuable way for the students to gain some good insight."  "I really enjoyed getting to have the authors speak over the computer and have their PowerPoint run simultaneously."  "More interesting than a simple lecture."  "I liked it a lot, partially because I have never seen it used before in class."  "Got to listen and talk to people in other areas that we would not have been able to without Skype."  "All of it!"  "I think the use of Skype is great. In typical settings teachers are limited to guest speakers taking time to come and speak. I think you were able to get better speakers that are just as effective. "As with all technology a few mishaps."  "Occasionally connection timing out but that is understandable."  "Only dislike was the length. I would have enjoyed listening to the speakers longer."  "I thought that it was a very effective tool." 
LESSONS LEARNED
This innovative class activity has clearly produced a number of positive outcomes. However, the success of any class activity requires careful preparation and meticulous attention to detail. The following observations summarize the lessons learned over a three-semester period in offering the course.

The Authors Forum presentations delivered via Skype resulted in active engagement from both authors and students, and provided students an opportunity to meet and exchange ideas, opinions, and thoughts with nationally recognized experts in the field of social media marketing.  All nine authors were extremely cooperative and enthusiastic about the opportunity to engage with students enrolled in a Professional MBA program.
The presentations by the authors should be scheduled at least two months in advance. 
In the initial communications with authors, the course should be clearly described, student profiles should be provided, and alternative dates for the presentations should be articulated.
In follow-up communications, contact information for the authors should be collected, including e-mail address, telephone number, and postal address. Permission to share this information with the students should be obtained.
The presentation should be pilot tested several days prior to the actual presentation date, followed by a short test of the Skype delivery system the day of the presentation. A university IT specialist should be on hand to assist with technical issues.  The students should be encouraged to send a thank you e-mail note to each author and write a review of the authors' book for posting on Amazon.com and other review sites.  The Authors Forum presentations should be linked to program goals and class objectives.
LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
As the first known study to appear in the business education literature that focuses on the use of Skype in a graduate-level professional MBA course, this study reinforces the need for additional research in the applications of web-conferencing technologies in graduate-level business programs and business education in general. Although the incorporation of the Authors Forum series in the class was evaluated as highly successful by all participants--authors, professor, and students--the study has several limitations. First, because the students in the study were enrolled in a Professional MBA course and were older with several years of full-time work experience, they likely differ from a traditional undergraduate population in the way they respond to class activities such as the Authors Forum series. Therefore, the results reported in this investigation may not necessarily be replicable in other student populations or educational settings.
Second, the content of the social media and marketing course may itself have been more conducive to creating an environment where web-conferencing synchronous technologies would be more favorably received than in other general business classes. Given the fact that this was the first class where students enrolled in the MBA program encountered the use of Skype as an integral component of the course, there may have been a "novelty" effect in play that enhanced their perceptions of the value and quality of this technology in improving the learning experience. In institutions where the use of web-conferencing technologies in the classroom is more prevalent, students may not respond as favorably as they did in this study.
A closely related issue, a "status" effect, may have been present as a result of the national reputation of the participating authors. Embedding such individuals in the course may have increased the anticipation and expectations the students brought to the class and may have contributed to their overall positive assessment of this activity. This could account for the upward and favorable response the Authors Forum received from students over the three-semester time frame in which the study was conducted.
Some of the limitations of this study could be addressed using a quasi-experimental research design that controls for the numerous factors described above. Future research should continue to explore the value of webconferencing technologies in the delivery of business education, in various pedagogical settings, among diverse student populations, and across different student learning styles.
CONCLUSION
This study documented the results of a three-year teaching-and-research effort that focused on determining the effectiveness of Skype as a delivery platform for incorporating presentations made by nationally acclaimed authors to a graduate-level business class. Three important outcomes were found: first, the national experts generously contributed their time and expertise for this classroom activity; second, Skype was found by both authors and students to be an effective means for delivering presentations; and, third, the presentations contributed to achieving specific course objectives.
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The Clute Institute Discussion of the main points of the book, including its strengths and weaknesses
The discussion did not describe the main points of the book or its strengths and weaknesses
The discussion included only a few of the main points of the book and its strengths and weaknesses
The discussion included most or all of the main points of the book as well as its strengths and weaknesses Discussion of the professional background and perspectives of the author(s)
The discussion failed to include the professional background and perspectives of the author(s)
The discussion included only a partial review of the professional background and perspectives of the author(s)
The discussion included a complete review of the professional background and perspectives of the author(s)
Discussion of the strategic and tactical relevance of the book to marketing
The discussion did not address the strategic or tactical relevance of the book to marketing
The discussion included only a partial analysis of the strategic or tactical relevance of the book to marketing
The discussion included a thorough analysis of the strategic or tactical relevance of the book to marketing Incorporation of students' thoughts, opinions, and experiences as part of the review process
The student did not include his or her thoughts, opinions, and experiences in the review process
The student seldom included his or her thoughts, opinions, and experiences in the review process. This information, however, was not directly related to the subject matter.
The student included his or her thoughts, opinions, and experiences in all phases of the review process. This information was directly related to the subject matter and highly relevant.
Vocabulary, grammar, punctuation, style, and terminology
The team frequently used incorrect grammar, punctuation, and incomplete sentences; used terms and phrases that are not common to business, marketing, and social media
The team occasionally used incorrect grammar, punctuation, and incomplete sentences; sometimes used terms and phrases that are not common to business, marketing, and social media
The team consistently used correct grammar, punctuation, and complete sentences and used terms and phrases that are common to business, marketing, and social media 
